Whitman does not explicitly mention this visit to Horace Traubel in With Walt Whitman in Camden, but on the evening of April 22, 1890, he does refer to the "easy employment of a congenial nature" that seemed to be the main purpose of the correspondent's visit. Whitman tells Traubel:
Today I had an application from the American Press Association. What for? A specialty? Oh not-anything, I suppose-prose or verse. 0 the mutations of years! Only a few years ago-five only-I waited for just such orders-wondered, and was willing, able, still with a modicum of strength: but no message came-the world did not want me. Now--hardly half a decade after, comes a multitude: comes cry and cry-after my power to respond is gone: after I am wrecked, stranded, left but to look for the end-or near end! And yet there is a sense of satisfaction in this .... " ) .
In his Daybook for April 22, 1890, Whitman noted that he was receiving "quite a number of offers Pm publishers, magazine editors, & heads of newspaper syndicates these times" (DBN 2:551). So, even though Whitman had been "too ill" to see his friend John Forney's daughter, who stopped by that day for a visit (WWC 6:374), he clearly had signaled Mary Davis to allow the Tribune correspondent to come up to his room so that he could collect another welcome offer to publish his work. This essay, about which the conservative literary critic Fred Lewis Pattee wrote "I know of no such penetrating estimate of Walt Whitman as [Huneker] has given in a single brief essay,"2 is also significant as being the first by a professional American literary critic in which Whitman is explicitly described as a homosexual and parts of Leaves of Grass as "the bible of the third sex."3 But as far as I am aware the piece has been overlooked in Whitman criticism, 4 and, despite its historical importance and acuity, its factual errors have gone uncorrected.
The University of Iowa
A comparison of the "Raconteur" remarks and the Puck version of the essay with the reprinted one reveals, apart from a few minor verbal changes, several substantial additions or deletions. 5 In the "Raconteur" column Huneker wrote that Whitman gave him an autographed copy of the 1867 edition of Leaves and the "five dollars I gave in return was handed over to some asylum for queer people or hospital for queer diseases, near Camden." In Puck and lAP he thought the amount paid for the book was two dollars, and he deleted the "queer" phrase. In Puck Huneker remarked that when Lincoln first saw Whitman he said "Well, he looks like a man!," but in lAP Huneker italicizes the word "looks" (20), perhaps implying that Lincoln had heard rumors about Whitman's sexuality. In Puck Huneker stated that Secretary Harlan had dismissed Whitman "because of an offense against morals" (8) ; in lAP the last four words are omitted and replaced by the one word "Leaves" (25). In Puck Huneker's father's description of Whitman as "that shameless rascal" reads "that fellow" in lAP (26). The unmistakable sentence in Puck that follows Huneker's reference to the "third sex"-"We are permitted by a generous convention to speak of Jonathan and David, the Greeks, Verlaine, Oscar Wilde, or the psychopathic significance of Parsifal; yet the Whitman case you are supposed to ignore, despite the fact that in no literature has inverted frankness stalked with such proud bearing and beaming self-approval as through these pages" (8)-is omitted in lAP.
The number of errors perpetuated in lAP is surprising and suggests that in his later years Huneker grew less careful and painstaking, perhaps because he was overwhelmed by the necessity of turning out journalistic copy and too busy to check his facts instead of relying on an increasingly shaky memory. The errors found in lAP can be listed as follows: In his essay the down-to-earth Huneker underestimated Whitman's philosophy-"fudge," he called it-and his mysticism, which he labeled a "muddled echo of New England Transcendentalism, itself a pale dilution of an outworn German idealism" (28, 29). Huneker's apparent distaste for Whitman's homosexuality, prescient though his recognition of it was, and his scorn toward those disciples who failed to recognize it or denied it or who, like Whitman himself, based their view of American democracy on it, caused him perhaps to overemphasize this aspect of Whitman. But in "A Visit to Walt Whitman" Huneker's criticism of Whitman's poetry is generally sound, despite his musician's dislike of free verse. The poems in "Children of Adam," he wrote, leave me cold, despite their erotic vehemence; abuse of the vocative is not persuasive, their raptures are largely rhetorical. ... [Whitman's] chief asset is an extraordinary sensitiveness to the sense of touch ... and an eye that records appearances, the surface of things, and registers in phrases of splendor the picturesque, yet seldom fuses maner and manner into a poetical synthesis .... He contrives atmosphere with facility, and can achieve magical pictures of the sea and the "mad naked summer night." His early poem, "Walt Whitman," is for me his most spontaneous offering. He has at times the primal gift of the poet-ecstasy; but to attain it he often wades through shallow, ill-smelling sewers, scales arid hills, traverses dull drab levels where the slag covers rich ore, or plunges into subterrene pools ofnoctumal abominations .... (27, (29) (30) His strictures notwithstanding, Huneker's concluding sentence underlines the main thrust of his view of Whitman and reveals a lingering admiration for Whitman's frankness on sex: "And he was a gay old pagan who never
